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Immigrant Utopias
by Thorvald Hansen
Europe was in ferment during the nineteenth century. The
American Revolution and the French Revolution, both of which
had taken place during the last quarter of the eighteenth century,
had brought to the fore new questions as to the status of the
individual in society. The emphasis in the one on the equality of
all men, and in the other on "Liberty, equality and fraternity,"
had inspired and given hope to some, but had struck fear into the
hearts of others. It was inevitable that this should give rise to
reformers, particularly in England and France, reformers who
were concerned with the social and economic welfare of the
working class. Beginning in 1814, Count Saint Simon, a
Frenchman, who was an insistent reformer wrote a number of
books with a socialistic bias. This was before the word socialism,
which did not come into general use until after 1830, and long
before the days of Karl Marx. Meanwhile the Scottish factory
owner and philanthropist, Robert Owen, was attracting much
interest in Britain by setting an example in using his own plan for
a more just social organization of society. In other European
countries there were also reformers who were aware of the
inequities in the social and economic order under which society
was organized. Reform was definitely in the air in early nineteenth
century Europe.
Yet given the social and economic conditions of the time and the
need for reform and given the plethora of reformers, strangely
enough no serious and lasting change took place during those
years. A part of the problem was that there was no consistency in
the proposed reforms. There were as many suggestions for
reform as there were reformers. The word socialism, for example,
covered a number of different reforms though they did have
certain things in common. Then, too, some of the reformers were
eccentrics. Saint Simon was a poor and humble man who was
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nevertheless often seen as a crank, yet his thoughts represent
some of the best views of the modem age. Though Charles
Fourier was a kind and good man, his views were often laughed
at. It is interesting to note, incidentally, that none of the plans for
reform included democracy. Generally, they looked toward a
kind of social engineering and dismissed the masses as being
unable to govern. Another factor which may help to explain the
failure of reform in Europe at that time is the inertia of
established governments. The social and economic climate of a
place and time are not lightly or easily changed. It was this
resistance to change on the European scene that led the reformers
to more and more look to the new world as a proving ground for
their theories.

New World Utopias
Those who sought to reform society and place its social and
economic structure on a more equitable base should not be lightly
dismissed as crackpots or those who sought to escape from the
pressures of the real world. They were determined to establish
reform without violence and this was one reason for turning to
America. They saw an embryonic community as being more
amenable to new ideas than an old established society.
The aforementioned Robert Owen was the first to bring his
scheme to the new world. In 1825 he purchased an old German
settlement at New Harmony, Indiana. Here he sought to organize
the settlement in a kind of communistic society. His son, Robert
Dale Owen, was to be the leader of the community. However,
within two years, New Harmony, begun with high hopes,
exhibited more discord than harmony. While Owen was
personally likeable, his anti-religious views worked against the
harmony he sought. Charles Fourier, the Frenchman, who shared
Robert Owens's socialistic views, was seen as less of a threat and
was more readily tolerated. Fourier feared capitalism and saw it as
ultimately destructive. He sought to have the members of society
gather in what he called phalanxes, or associated groups which
could then transform society. Some 40 of these were formed in the
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ten years after 1830. They all failed except for Brook Farm which
provided the inspiration for a novel, The Blithdale Romance, by
Nathaniel Hawthorne. Brook Farm became definitely socialistic in
1843 but by 1847 a fire put an end to the already poverty-stricken
community.

Scandinavian Utopias
Unlike some of the Utopian societies founded in America, the
colony established by the Swedes at Bishop Hill, Illinois, did not
have its beginnings in economic reform. It was founded by a sect
called the Janssonists in the interests of religious freedom, though
as a practical matter to aid the emigrants and to foster the
settlement, communistic practices were quickly adopted.
Erik Jansson, who was also known as the prophet, was a flour
salesman and a lay preacher. In his travels as a salesman he came in
contact with many lay readers of the Bible. From 1842 and onward
he met often with them to discuss the Bible and other religious
writings and to pray together. Before long they formed a sect
whose belief was that the believer could immediately lead a sinless
life. They often engaged in book burnings of Lutheran works and
devotional material that was contrary to their beliefs. Inevitably,
these beliefs and actions put them in conflict with the authorities in
Lutheran Sweden. Jansson spent most the two years prior to 1846
in prison.
Meanwhile, two of Jansso;_,_'s followers, the brothers, Olaf and
Jonas Olsson decided the group should emigrate. The fall of 1845
found Olaf consulting in New York with Olaf Gustav Hedstrom
and making preparations for the arrival of the Janssonites and
selecting a site for their settlement. Olaf Hedstrom was a lay
preacher associated with the Methodist Church and his "Bethel
Ship" lay permanently anchored off lower Manhattan. Here he
preached the Methodist doctrine to new arrivals, gave practical
information as to the travel routes, and suggested the best places
for them to settle. In this case, Hedstrom directed Olsson to his
brother Jonas Hedstrom in Illinois. Jonas, who was also a lay
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preacher, aided Olsson in selecting a site in Henry County. That
site lay some 140 miles west and slightly south of Chicago.
The prophet, Erik Jansson, was still in Sweden where he had
been arrested for the sixth time. There, while being transported to
a prison, he somehow managed to escape and by the summer of
1846 he had found his way to the Henry county site. With Olof
Olsson and a few who had already arrived, he purchased land for
the settlement. Two years later the settlement had a population of
800 people; it also had a name, Bishop Hill, a name taken from a
location near Jansson's birthplace in Sweden. Some engaged in
farming, but they also established several industries, some of
which proved to be profitable. They built substantial buildings of
brick which they had molded themselves. One large building,
completed in 1851, was four stories high, with a kitchen and
dining hall on the first floor while the three floors above were
divided into seventy family dwellings.
Bishop Hill continued for some years as a communal enterprise,
in fulfillment of its ideal, but also of necessity. The dictatorial Erik
Jansson was murdered, in May of 1850 in a dispute over a
marriage plan. His successors governed the community more
democratically and still maintained a collective stance, but there
began to be speculation in capitalistic enterprises. The colony
eventually lost faith in the leaders and the collective principle was
given up. The property was divided among those settlers
remaining. Today only a few substantial buildings remain to
remind the visitor of their collective origin.
There is nothing in the experience of the Norwegian immigrants
comparable to the Bishop Hill colony of the Swedes. Economic
reasons were secondary for the Norwegian emigrants; religious
freedom was a prime factor in the early migration. There was a
Quaker colony in Stavanger, in the southern part of Norway,
where the Quakers were constantly at odds with the Lutheran
state church. Their fellow Norwegians were sympathetic with and
much influenced by the Quakers. By 1824 two men were sent to
investigate conditions in America. One of them died, but the other,
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Cleng Peerson, was able to report favorably and received promises
of help from Quakers already established in the new world.
Plans were quickly made to cross the Atlantic in a sloop, which
they had named the Restauration, The sloop was small, (54 ft. x
16ft) and the 52 passengers made it quite crowded. Not all of the
passengers, who have since been referred to as "the sloopers" were
Quakers. After three months at sea they arrived in New York on
October 9, 1825. Here they were met by Cleng Peerson, and a
number of Quakers who stood ready to help. They soon
discovered that they needed more help than they had imagined.
On landing in New York the sloopers learned that they had
unwittingly broken the law in that the sloop was carrying many
more passengers than allowed on a ship of its size. They,
therefore, faced a heavy fine, but a well-to-do Quaker put up the
bond money, helped formulate a p~tition for the release of the
ship, and sought a waiver of the fine. This was granted. The New
York Quakers then directed the sloopers to Kendall, a colony in
upstate New York, some 25 miles northwest of Rochester, on the
shore of Lake Ontario. The New Yorkers further aided them by
providing the necessary funds for their travel. The sloop had been
sold but brought only $400 which would not have been enough.
The sloopers did go to Kendall and settled there for some years
until they gradually accumulated enough money to move farther
west. Some of them then migrated to the Fox River region,
considerably west of Chicago, in Illinois where there were other
Norwegian settlements.
Among immigrants from Norway prior to 1860, there were few
who came with any specific plans for a Utopian settlement. Nils
Otto Tank was an exception. While still in Norway he was
converted to the teachings of the Moravians. In 1849 he learned of
a Moravian colony in northeastern Wisconsin, in the Green Bay
area. He had married a wealthy Dutch woman and, therefore,
having the necessary means, he purchased land in the northern
part of the Green Bay region and sought to establish a socialistic
colony, to be called "Ephriam." Settlers did come and took up the
57

land he had made available, but they did not accept his
communal ideas. Tank was descended from the nobility and the
settlers simply did not trust a man of his background. Within a
short time they moved farther north in what is now Door County
and founded a colony in which there was to be private ownership
of the property.
Another exception was the colony of "Oleana" founded under
the aegis of Ole Bull, the celebrated violinist. Bull had first hand
knowledge of the 1848 revolution in Paris and had been
influenced by it. There are indications that he had Utopian ideas
and wanted to put them into practice. He was definitely
interested in the welfare of his fellow Norwegians and he sought
to found a large colony for them. Therefore, in 1852 he bought a
large tract of land in Pennsylvania for a Norwegian settlement. In
September of 1852 the first colonist arrived. Shortly thereafter Ole
Bull arrived and with him came an engineer who was to lay out
lots on which the settlers could build. Bull himself selected sites for
a carpentry shop, a nursery, a church and a schoolhouse. The
entire enterprise appeared to be off to a good start.
Nonetheless, Bull owned the land and would sell to the settlers
at a price which was considerably higher than they would have
paid for government land. He did offer them work at one dollar a
day, but within a short time his funds were running low and he
had to cut the pay to fifty cents a day. He then set off on another
concert tour to raise more money. He returned the following
spring and for a time things seemed to go fairly well, but by
September Bull withdrew from the project and sold the
remaining land back to the original owners. Thus another
immigrant Utopian project failed.
Danish emigration to the new world came late. Prior to 1850
there were relatively few Danes who came to America. Thus, the
period of reform in Europe that had taken its cue from the
French revolution and from the developments in France in 1848,
saw no reformers in Denmark with a Utopian bent attracted to the
land across the sea.
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The labor movement was coming to the fore in Denmark during
the early 1870's and the Social Democratic Party was formed
largely due to the activities of the labor activist, Louis Pio.
Though they had lived in Denmark for some generations, the Pio
family had come from France. Partly due to adversities which he
had personally experienced, Pio began to play an active role in
the labor movement and he eventually became a socialist. By
1873 he had become the editor of the socialist paper, Social
Dcmocraten. Meanwhile, because of things he had written and said,
Pio had come to the attention of the Copenhagen police. He and
some others were arrested when they insisted on holding a
meeting in defiance of the police. They were sentenced to prison.
Two years later they were pardoned by the King, partly because
there was some question as to the health of Pio. Upon his release
from prison, Pio resumed the editorship of the socialist paper.
The police continued to see Pio and an associate Foul Geleff as a
threat and used funds supplied by two major industries in
Copenhagen, to essentially bribe Pio and Geleff to leave the
country. In April of 1877, Pio, Geleff and a small group of settlers
left Copenhagen bound for Kansas where they intended to
establish a Utopian colony. Kansas was chosen because Geleff
had been there the year before and Kansas had found favor with
him. At Salina, Kansas they gathered to make plans for their
colony. A fund, expected to last six months, was raised by each
contributing slightly less than $100, with Pio contributing the
most, some $300. At Hays, Kansas they got title to the land under
the terms of the Homestead Act. Here they bought supplies they
felt they would need and, filled with high hopes, they set out on
foot for the colony site.
The hopes and dreams did not last long. Within six weeks
what had begun so enthusiastically, had failed miserably. What
had happened? It was said the men worked hard and worked
well together, but the women simply could not get along. Harsh
words and jealousies were an everyday occurrence. Whether or
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not it is fair to place the blame for the failure on the women is
questionable, but suffice it to say that the break-up came because
human nature asserted itself. So it was that the remaining funds
and goods were divided equitably and each left for his own
destination.
Pio, for his part, went to Chicago, where he lived until his
death in 1894 at the age of 52. He was engaged in a number of
different occupations during those years. At one time or other he
was an editor, a real estate salesman, a civil servant, a customs
house clerk and a civil engineer. He also frequently met with the
prominent Danes of Chicago on a Friday afternoon in Wilkins
Wine Cellar for relaxation and discussion.
Shortly before his death, Pio did found a colony, albeit not a
socialist or Utopian colony. In collaboration with the capitalist,
Henry Flagler, Pio established a Danish settlement called White
City, some five miles from Ft. Pierce, on the east coast of Florida.
The town of White City, about 100 miles north of Miami still exists
today.
One by one, from New Harmony and Bishop Hill to Brook Farm
and Louis Pio's dream, the Utopian colonies all failed and
without exception, they foundered on the rock of human nature.
What does this, and 2,000 years of intermittent warfare tell us of
the prospects for world peace? It tells us that in spite of good
intentions and the best efforts of humans, the quest for a collective
peace is bound to fail; it is bound to founder on the rock of human
nature. Such peace as one can know will come only to the
individual. As we sing:
"Happy is he who has peace
in his heart, Peace with
himself with his God, with
his neighbor: He has of
happiness found the best
part, Reaps he but little
reward from his labor."
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